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Theater Symbol #1 and Theater Symbol #2 
 Everyone is familiar with the classical masks representing tragedy and comedy.  These 
related watercolors are the artist’s original view of what these traditional masks and symbols could 
be. 

 

West Gallery 

 

Party Scene 
 Stanley often paints in true egg tempera, a medium which pre-dates oil painting by 
hundreds of years.  Ground pigment is dissolved in water and mixed with egg yolk as an 
emulsion.  (Some artists use egg white, or the yolk and white blended.)  The paint requires small 
brushes and deft brush strokes.  Though it seems a delicate medium, egg tempera hardens to an 
extremely durable surface (think of dried egg yolk on plates), and even, it is said, when properly 
mixed, continues to harden for centuries or longer, like the cement used by the Egyptians. 

 

Bird Ballet and Fly Away 
 These seem to be related paintings, showing painted backdrops used as scenery or a 
stage curtain for a fanciful ballet.  Of course one can think of famous “bird ballets” such as 
Tchaikovsky’s Swan Lake and Stravinsky’s Firebird.  This ballet is more whimsical than those 
despite the yawning craw of the threatening bird. 

 

Dead End 
 This painting is also like a backdrop painting for a ballet, such as Richard Rodger’s 
Slaughter on Tenth Avenue. 

 

Final Curtain 
 John Stanley often paints quite large canvases.  Here a stage play is in progress, as seen 
from the wings of the theater.  Backstage there seems to be some strange presence of 
ectoplasm, waiting for any of us at the end of our acts and scenes.  The artist consciously relates 
the image to Edgar Allen Poe’s poem The Conqueror Worm. 

 

Puppet Funeral 
 This tender and sympathetic painting relates to Charles Gounod’s Funeral March of a 
Marionette (famous as theme music for Alfred Hitchcock’s television program). 

 

Dancing Fool 
 John Stanley grew up in Alliance, Ohio.  When he was a boy his father told him an 
anecdote about a man who made a bet that he could dance all the way from Alliance to Canton -- 
a distance of about 15 miles.  Fortified with moonshine whiskey, the dancer won his bet.  Here the 
dancing fool appears juggling the stars of his triumph.  The painting suggests a metaphor of the 
artist as a dancing fool.  It is also a tribute to the artist Fred Yost, of Youngstown, Ohio, one of the 
first painters who influenced Stanley’s vision and work. 
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Stage Setting for a Tragedy 
 Many Stanley paintings show vivid interiors of empty rooms.  This stage scene could be a 
setting for a tragedy by Sophocles, Shakespeare, or O’Neill.  It is an interesting thought problem 
to imagine whether this painting could actually be reconstructed in three dimensions upon a stage.  
For what specific plays might it be suitable?  Obviously it is not intended for a comedy.  Stanley 
did not create a companion piece Stage Setting for a Comedy for this exhibition, but the idea 
intrigues him. 
 

The Hanging:  A Play 
 Here again we see a stage setting for a grim final act.  Remarkably, however, the painting 
is not so dark and frightening as would be expected for a gallows scene.  The fall through the trap, 
for example, seems to be into a beautiful blue oblivion. 

 

The Entertainers 
 In high school Stanley painted backdrops for student variety shows.  This painting 
suggests a vaudeville phantasmagoria, with all the acts in an amazing finale.  Quasimodo rescues 
his beloved Esmerelda (one of the artist’s favorite movie scenes).  We are all of us performing our 
acts on a crowded stage, sometimes regardless of others.  The original title for this work was The 
Egoists. 

 

Four Fear Images 
 Something unusual about this painting is that it was originally imagined as four separate 
paintings, like four sketches fitted frugally onto an artist’s pad.  Stanley considered cutting and 
separating the images, but they seemed to hold together.  Little creatures, with whom Stanley 
commiserates, often inhabit his paintings. 
 

Through a Window 
 Many Stanley paintings look into the artist’s studio.  It is as though seeing through window 
glass into this creative space magnifies and intensifies the reality of the objects. 
 

Nothing Man 
 Stanley has painted many works with the title Nothing Man -- more than he has kept track 
of.  This is Number 19 in the series. 

 

Play- Acting 
 We see a stage setting with a canopy bed, depicting a violent scene out of some 
melodrama.  It must be understood that the knifing is theatrical though, not real.  Stanley would 
not have painted this violence into the scene except that he thought of it as play-acting. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Notes by Laurence and Wolf:  A Creative Association 


